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　Part 1:　Introduction
Refreshing ocean breezes gently cool your skin 
and temper the ef fects of the tropical afternoon 
heat. Mature palms shade our beach hammocks 
and serve as their anchor points. Surf washes the 
shoreline; waves whoosh and hiss—the natural 
voice of the rhythm of the tide on a calm day—as 
they tumble onto the beach and back to the sea. We 
are in the Bahamas.
“You also see it that way, don’t you?”
You reassure your friend, “Yes I do see your point 
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about how animal cruelty caused the Covid-19 
pandemic.”
You also see the shoreline curve to form a beige 
crescent, a natural boundary, between your part of 
the beach and the waterfront of the world’s largest 
hotel. East of the monstrous hotel complex, the 
Paradise Island Beach Club resort offers additional 
opulent accommodations. 
Monstrous, exclusive, complex—those words, 
their meanings, their interpretations—influence 
your way of seeing your friend’s argument. You 
understand how the “wet markets” where wild 
animals are caged and killed serve as the Petri 
dishes that provide pathogens for cross-species 
transmission of the deadly virus. You also imagine 
the complexity: those who relish fresh-killed flesh 
as food, belief that animal meat is a necessar y 
protein, faith in the magical curative properties in 
organs from a variety of species, the problems of 
public health regulation and much greater difficulty 
in its enforcement, and the twin ills—poverty, which 
places a higher priority on personal survival than on 
community health;  and greed,  which fuels 
indifference toward community health and cruelty 
toward other creatures.
“And?” your friend presses.
“And I imagine there are many other causes we 
must include.”
This brief conversation demonstrates that critical 
thinking always requires us to take a wider view, 
always means we need to consider the context of 
what is happening around us, always calls on our 
capacity to visualize what is taking place in the 
world. Our example of friends discussing the 
Covid-19 pandemic i l lustrates a process of 
visualizing diverse factors; so does an inter-agency 
discussion at the United Nations.
How then, is this a discussion of visual culture? 
How do we define visual culture? Why do we use 
visualizing and imagining interchangeably? What 
are visual literacy and visual rhetoric? Why is the 
conversation about visual culture a significant 
contribution to the history of ideas and a call to 
urgent action?
Now, we leave our friends on the sandy north 
shore of a Bahamian island to explore their 
fundamental agreement and different approaches. 
We shift our focus of discussion to delineate how 
visualizing and imagining form the solid ground 
where we live our lives. 
We do this to develop a familiarity with an 
approach we then apply to everyday life and popular 
culture. We begin with broad discussion of how we 
view the world and what it means to look at images. 
Our opening remarks take inspiration from 
Marguerite Helmers’ (2005) writings on visual 
analysis and from two works by W.J.T. Mitchell 
(1984, 1996). Helmers’ discussion of visual analysis 
will be useful as a foundation for our conversations 
about visual culture.
We start with a raw definition of visual culture. 
There are two elements: everything we see is visual 
and wherever we are situated is our culture. 
We see an adver tisement for a product—a 
handsome man is smiling at us and drinking from a 
bottle of Coca-Cola; a beautiful woman is holding 
the man’s arm and smiling at him. People of various 
age groups and ethnicities surround the couple; 
each is charming in one or another way. All of them 
are smiling at the couple in the center of the 
photograph. Everyone is at a colorful street festival. 
We immediately understand the message. 
We watch a news clip—thousands of Emperor 
penguins are milling around on a desolate Antarctic 
ice field. The reporter says these penguins have 
created a fresh nesting ground. We believe her. 
Images  ar e  ever ywher e  and  we  fee l  we 
understand what they mean. They are so much a 
part of the fabric of our existence that most go 
unnoticed and unquestioned. This obser vation 
seems to be so familiar as to not even need to be 
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stated. The point, however, is the things that seem 
so commonplace that we don’t bother to question 
them—which have been interpolated into our 
culture—must also be regarded as cultural artifacts. 
But what do we do with these artifacts?
We read them. We are visually literate. 
Again, this may seem so simple as to not require 
explanation. An advertisement for Coca-Cola is 
saying, “Buy Coca-Cola.” We can read its other 
messages :  that  the  act  o f  purchas ing and 
consuming is the crucial function in our society; 
that young handsome men are its most important 
individuals; that women approve and follow men’s 
actions; that everyone supports the happy couple; 
and that you will also be beautiful, the center of 
attention, surrounded by friendly people, and living 
in an exciting and cheerful world if you buy the 
product that is being promoted. We are adept at 
reading the language of visual culture; we need 
more practice in articulating what we have read.
How, then, can we voice what we know we are 
seeing? How do we critique an image and think 
about what it is saying and apply our critical 
thinking to what Helmers (2) refers to as visual 
rhetoric?
Let’s remember the basics of rhetoric: the 
message, the speaker, and the listener. Aristotle, in 
his writing about rhetoric, uses the terms argument, 
orator, and audience as his topic headings for those 
fundamental features. He articulates the goal of all 
rhetoric: persuasion. 
Our job, in thinking critically, is to challenge each 
part of the presentation. We must read every aspect 
of the idea on offer and ask one question. How is 
each element tr ying to persuade us to buy 
something, to do something, to think something, 
and to act in some way to obey its rhetoric? 
In summary, we have just reviewed the following 
formula: visual culture = modern life is filled with 
images + visual literacy = we consciously or 
unconsciously read what these images are trying to 
say to us + visual rhetoric = we must tr y to 
understand how and what images are trying to 
persuade us of—used in visual analysis. This basic 
understanding is a good starting point.
Now, it will be useful to add some phrases to our 
vocabulary for having conversations about visual 
culture. We move beyond the term visual culture as 
a necessary consideration and concept—as a tool—
for visual analysis. Our focus shifts to the concept of 
visuality, of seeing, and of why seeing is more than 
a physical process of chemical transformation and 
electrical impulses triggered by photons producing 
images on a retina. At the onset, we may agree 
“visuality” is about seeing and that we see images. 
What images do we see? What are images? W.J.T. 
Mitchell (1984, 1996) provides insights into this 
question.
Let’s make a list with five categories.
First, all visual representations are images. 
Examples abound. Photographs are images. So are 
paintings. This is the most popular, usual, and 
readily accepted category for images. We talk about 
the images we see in videos and on movie screens. 
Sculpture and other representations may also be 
considered to be images. For example, we say, “The 
brass handle of the cane was molded into the image 
of a wolf head.” Drawings, sketches, lithographs, 
prints, posters, and a wide variety of other pictorial 
representations may all be regarded as images. 
Hiragana, katakana, kanji, and all forms of writing 
may also be considered to be images because they 
are marks that may represent other people, places, 
things, states, or signifiers.
Second, we may agree that an x-ray is an image. 
Likewise, an MRI (magnetic resolution imaging) 
scan, a CT (computed tomography) scan, planetary 
heat flow mapping from orbit, ultrasound and 
infrared information (as onscreen displays and in 
photographic printouts), topographical maps, and 
myriad other ways in which information may be 
mapped and visualized—all generate images.
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Third, graphic representations designed to 
display data are also images. Pie charts, bar graphs, 
scatter plot diagrams, trend lines set against 
particular values, and a variety of ways in which 
statistical information is presented in pictorial 
f o r m a t  t h a t  m a k e s  i t  e a s i e r  t o  g r a s p  i t s 
significance—all may be considered to be images.
Fourth, descriptive language provides us with 
images.  Metaphors,  s imiles,  and al l  of  the 
techniques and “ways of language” present us with 
“word pictures” and we may commonly say that 
good writing allows the reader to see the world 
through the author’s eyes.
Fifth, an image may be whatever we imagine. To 
imagine is to create an image of something in one’s 
mind. We will not burden you with examples; we 
trust your imagination is well-stocked with those 
that appeal most to you.
The above categories, as examples of general 
usage of the term image, do triple service by being 
applied to terms like vision and seeing. For the 
purposes of this paper, we regard terms and phrases 
such as imagining, envisioning, and seeing in one’s 
mind’s eye to be equivalent. Yes, the charm of 
language is that there are nuances and subtleties in 
similar words and phrases. We, however, will use 
concepts such as visualizing  and imagining 
interchangeably.
Now we will moved to the next section of this 
paper, starting with Mitchell as our guide, to engage 
in his thought experiment that explores the idea of 
pictures having their own wants and needs.
　Part 2:　 Pictures’ wants; visual culture—
definitions and analysts; movies 
as artifacts
　2.1　Using W. J.T. Mitchell as a tour guide 
“What Do Pictures Really  Want?” and the 
Implication of Intentionality
In brief introduction to W.J.T. Mitchell’s “What 
Do Pictures Really Want?” and our exploration of 
the trickster turnabout in the implication of 
intentionality, the word implication is our starting 
point. Implication is a trick word. That is, it is a 
double entendre word;  on one hand,  to be 
implicated is to be found guilty or at least facing the 
allegation of wrongdoing [as in, he was implicated 
for the murder of civilians during a recent military 
operation]; on the other, an implication is a logical 
outcome or indication of a situation [as in, he 
clenched his fist and held his thumb in the air to 
imply that everything was fine]. By tracing three 
main ideas Mitchell presents and critiquing each of 
them, we may explore what pictures are accused of 
doing and appreciate what his suggested way of 
looking at pictures as a way of interacting with 
images suggests for our consideration. 
The first main idea Mitchell articulates: Pictures 
may also speak.
Mitchell begins that “dominant questions about 
pictures in recent work on visual culture and art 
history have been interpretive and rhetorical”(71) 
and he seeks to challenge that rubric “to shift the 
location of desire to images themselves and ask what 
pictures want” (italics added for emphasis, 71). He 
has commented that “pictures become a form of 
theoretical discourse in their own right and not just 
a kind of inanimate object that has to be explained 
by language” (cited at ** beside Mitchell) in a 2013 
lecture on mental illness and visual culture.
Mitchel says, 
My own position is that the subjectivized object 
in some form or other is an incurable symptom, 
and that Marx and Freud are better treated as 
guides to the understanding of this symptom, 
and perhaps to some transformation of it into 
less pathological, damaging forms. In short, we 
are stuck with our magical,  premoder n 
attitudes toward objects, especially. (72)
He further suggests that this way of regarding 
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pictures simply describes the way we regard 
pictures now anyways—that he is presenting a 
descriptive rather than normative explanation. 
Mitchell observes, “The idea that images have a 
kind of social or psychological power of their own 
is, in fact, the reigning cliché of contemporar y 
visual culture” (73).
Our analysis of this idea in the context of our 
understanding of images may quibble with 
Mitchell’s contention on the independent power of 
images as “the reigning cliché of contemporary 
visual culture” as verging on hyperbole from a 1996 
perspective. In 2013, however, his remarks that 
“pictures become a form of theoretical discourse in 
their own right” seem to be a more accurate 
account. 
The second main idea Mitchell articulates: the 
voice with which pictures speak may be quieter 
than we imagine
In this extract we find that Mitchell is suggesting 
a particular tone to the way pictures speak—a softer 
and gentler tone than we may imagine. He explains, 
I think it may be time to rein in our notions of 
the political stakes in a critique of visual culture 
and to scale down the rhetoric of the “power of 
images.” Images are certainly not powerless, 
but they may be a lot weaker than we think. 
The problem is to refine and complicate our 
estimate of their power and the way it works. 
That is why I shift the question from what 
pictures do to what they want, from power to 
desire, from the model of the dominant power 
to be opposed, to the model of the subaltern to 
be interrogated or (better) to be invited to 
speak. If the power of images is like the power 
of the weak, that may be why their desire is 
correspondingly strong, to make up for their 
actual impotence. We as critics may want 
pictures to be stronger than they actually are in 
order to give ourselves a sense of power in 
opposing, exposing, or praising them. (74)
Mitchell continues, “above all they would want a 
kind of master y over the beholder” (76). He 
explains that, “The painting’s desire, in short, is to 
change places with the beholder, to transfix or 
paralyze the beholder, turning him into an image 
for the gaze of the picture in what might be called 
‘the Medusa effect’” (76).
The thought experiment Mitchell invites us to 
engage in is to “see what happens if we question 
pictures about their desires instead of looking at 
them as vehicles of meaning or instruments of 
power” (76).
Our analysis of this idea in the context of our 
u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o f  i m a g e s  f o c u s e s  o n  t h e 
assumptions in, “If the power of images is like the 
power of the weak, that may be why their desire is 
correspondingly strong, to make up for their actual 
impotence” (76). Two questions spring to mind: 
Why is the power of images like the power of the 
weak? Why is weakness linked with strong desire? 
Mitchell has postulated that images may be weaker 
than we think in order to set these assumptions in 
motion. True or not, this possibility accomplishes 
the useful work of allowing us to imagine images 
have just cause to seek our help and for us to ask 
them what they want. This is useful because it 
invites us to enter a conversation. We shift our 
thoughts from the notion that we are subjected to, 
bombarded with or otherwise attacked by images 
to the idea that images have special needs they ask 
us to understand.          
The third main idea Mitchell articulates: The voice 
in which pictures speak may be a language unto 
itself 
Mitchell says,
The most far-reaching shift signaled by the 
search for an adequate concept of visual culture 
is its emphasis on the social field of the visual, 
the everyday processes of looking at others 
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and being looked at. This complex field of 
visual reciprocity is not merely a by-product of 
social reality but actively constitutive of it. 
Vision is as important as language in mediating 
social relations, and it is not reducible to 
language, to the ‘sign,’ or to discourse. Pictures 
want equal rights with language, not to be 
turned into language. They want neither to be 
leveled into a ‘history of images’ nor elevated 
into a ‘history of art’ but to be seen as complex 
individuals  occupying mult iple subject 
positions and identities. (82)
Our analysis of this idea in the context of our 
understanding of images focuses on the problematic 
nature of vision Mitchell presents in the statement, 
“Vision is as important as language in mediating 
social relations, and it is not reducible to language, 
to the ‘sign,’ or to discourse.” It seems to be both an 
obvious and satisfying truism to say vision is not 
reducible to language and yet it must be agreed that 
language is the coinage we use to purchase and 
trade our understanding of the visual world.
Above, we have used the phrase “our analysis of 
this idea in the context of our understanding of 
images” to signal our comments on each of the 
three main points we identify in the proposition that 
pictures are asking us to do something.
A deeper and more general point we suggest 
about what pictures want is connected with what 
they don’t want and the implication, from our 
interpretation of Mitchell, that we may ascribe 
intentionality to images. The problem with images 
is that people too often imagine pictures can be 
understood immediately. The assumption that an 
image’s intentions are (or should be) obvious is 
common. In contrast, such expressions as music, 
l i t e ra tur e  and  dance  ar e  no t  expec ted  to 
communicate their meanings instantly. We must 
allow the time needed to do what they want us to 
do—listen to, read or watch—before we can 
understand them. 
While we agree with Mitchell’s advice to resist 
turning images into language, during the time 
needed for the appreciation of images, history of 
images and history of art attempts to contextualize 
are, nonetheless, useful in understanding. We agree 
with Mitchell’s position that the point is not, “What 
do we want the painting to do?” and that, rather, the 
point is “What does the picture want us to do?”
Now, after having considered Mitchell’s counter 
argument to the premise that images control us, as 
well as some of the limitations of Mitchell’s 
approach, we will briefly sur vey a number of 
prominent writers in search of a definition for visual 
culture.
　2.2　 Chameleons, Chimeras and discussion of 
how we define Visual Culture 
Our definition of visual culture is an animal 
metaphor—the chameleon. 
We may reflect on the feminist critique of art and 
the fine art versus craft distinction which “includes 
at its core painting, music, literature, and sculpture, 
a n d  i t  e x c l u d e s  c r a f t s ,  p o p u l a r  a r t ,  a n d 
entertainment” (Korsmeyer, 11), on the observation 
from cultural studies that “there is not the world 
outside there which exists free of the discourses of 
representation, but what is there is in par t 
constituted by how it is represented” (Hall, 6), on 
t h e  c o n u n d r u m  o f  c o n s u m p t i o n  a n d 
commodification as a “spectacle [that] is not a 
collection of images; it is a social relation between 
people that is mediated by images” (Debord, 1), on 
the critique of the ubiquity of a shared vision 
wherein “communities are postulated; and the 
meaning of their being ‘real’ is that many people, in 
unison, follow that postulate” (Bauman, 25) and 
consider the following: “What does it mean that 
media has such control of our imaginations that 
they [—at this point ‘they’ refers to hooks’ 
students—] don’t want to accept that there are 
conscious manipulations taking place[?]” (hooks, 5) 
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and “the ironic thing is that I can sit in classrooms 
in universities where my students don’t want to 
accept that someone consciously creates that 
representation” (hooks 5). In each case we observe 
the chameleon or try to ride the Chimera. 
We may have hoped these scholars would provide 
a neat definition of visual culture. Instead, like 
cosmic black holes whose existence is only shown 
by the way matter around them acts, the attributes 
o f  v i s u a l  c u l t u r e  a p p e a r e d  o n l y  i n  t h e 
relationships—of feminist aesthetics, cultural 
studies, Marxist critique of mass production and 
consumpt ion,  e th ica l  theor y,  and cul tura l 
criticism—to visual representations of the world.  
The most interesting observation from reading 
Korsmeyer highlights the definitional factoring-out 
of women as creators of art and requires us to make 
important linkages, like the way disinterestedness 
presages “the gaze” and positive versus negative 
binaries gendering what is beautiful [ascribed to 
the female] versus what is sublime [ascribed to the 
male creator as a free pass to appropriate the 
beautiful]. Hall, speaking of racism, echoes the 
inadequacy of binaries (Hall, 8) and notes, “the 
problem about the mass media is that old movies 
keep being made. And so the old types and the old 
doubleness and the old ambivalence keeps turning 
up on tomorrow’s television screen (Hall, 6). 
D e b o r d  a d v o c a t e s  e n g a g e d  c r i t i q u e  a n d 
revolutionar y repudiation (Debord, 63) of the 
condition Debord has termed the Society of the 
Spectacle after the full consciousness that 
the spectacle is both the result and the project 
of the dominant mode of production. It is not a 
mere decoration added to the real world. It is 
the very heart of this real society’s unreality. In 
all of its par ticular manifestations—news, 
propaganda, advertising, entertainment—the 
spectacle represents the dominant model of life. 
(Debord, 2) 
Bauman c i tes  the  need to  cha l lenge  both 
government and business for neutralizing or 
discouraging the development of personal morality 
in what he has termed floating responsibility and 
ethical indifference (Bauman, 7). He suggests, 
What may help in this effort is the awareness 
of the intimate connection (not contradiction!) 
between autonomous, morally self-sustained 
and self-governed (often therefore unwieldy 
and awkward) citizens and a fully-fledged, self-
re f lect ive  and sel f -cor rect ing pol i t ica l 
community. They can only come together; 
neither is  thinkable without the other. 
(Bauman, 37) 
From the perspective of cultural criticism, (and in 
the extract from which we selected our epigraph), 
hooks presents another tool for engagement. 
We cannot over-value enough the importance 
of literacy to a culture that is deeply visual. I 
mean rather than seeing literacy and the visual 
and our pleasure in the visual as oppositional to 
one another, I think we have to see them as 
compatible with one another. (hooks, 8)
These varied insights lead to a definition of visual 
culture as the call to interrogate the cultural vision 
that is being presented whether that presentation is 
in  the  context  o f  ph i losophy,  ar t  h is tor y, 
anthropology, economics, government or business.
Additionally, par t of the definition of visual 
culture must include how our actions affect others. 
On the topic of communities,  Bauman says 
“Traditions do not ‘exist’ by themselves and 
independently of what we think and do; they are 
daily re-invented by our dedication, our selective 
memory and selective seeing, our way of behaving 
‘as if ’ they defined our conduct” (Bauman, Alone 
Again: Ethics After Certainty, 1994, 25). On the topic 
of community having oppressive as well  as 
expressive elements, Bauman cautions that, 
unlike the depersonalised world of privatised 
individuals, the postulation of community 
neither promotes moral indif ference nor 
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suffers it lightly. But it does not cultivate moral 
selves either. It replaces the torments of moral 
responsibility with the certainty of discipline 
and submission. And the disciplined selves are 
in no way guaranteed to be moral. (Bauman, 
Alone Again, 27)
Now that we have explored some of the contours 
of visual culture, let’s turn to the commentator we 
have just cited above, Zygmunt Bauman, and apply 
our discussion of visual culture to two visual 
artifacts in the form of popular Hollywood movies. 
This instance of praxis, of applied theory, serves as 
both an example of and as practical training in 
visual analysis. 
　2.3　Zygmunt Bauman’s concepts in Liquid 
Culture  as a lens through which to focus 
on visual culture in The Visitor , and with 
reference to Up in the Air  
Our aim is to reframe some of the thoughts about 
visual culture that we have looked at above for the 
purpose of spiraling three levels deep—physical, 
emotional, intellectual—in the analysis of the 
relat ionship between appearances and the 
controlling narrative in present-day culture. We will 
primarily use The Visitor and a reference to Up in 
the Air as visual artifacts and Zygmunt Bauman’s 
concepts in Liquid Culture as discussion references. 
We begin by positing our three levels of inquiry 
as coiling down to a core interrogation of visual 
culture.
The first level and the false face of physical location
On the face of it, The Visitor is a situation drama 
based on the premise that a university professor at 
loose ends with his life might reassess what’s most 
important by, as the movie trailer hawks, “learning 
to see the world through another person’s eyes.” 
This plot line is played out in two locations. One 
is the collegial setting of Connecticut academia; the 
other is the backdrop of New York heterogeneity.  
Both settings are archetypes [or clichés, if one 
succumbs to cynicism] of the detached “academy” 
and the real-world “polity” and we accept this 
construction—a visual representation of the roles 
and status and power positions of each constituency 
that’s artificially crafted to further the plot—as if it 
were an accurate reflection of truth, reality and a 
t’was-ever-thus-and-t’will-ever-be-so homespun 
wisdom. 
It’s worth spending a moment challenging this 
narrative with a counter-premise: Universities in 
most parts of the world were and continue to be 
centers of political foment; they stand in opposition 
to perceived injustices, as centers for social critique 
and popular protest. The Visitor’s Walter Vail, on the 
other hand, is a professor from a depiction of the 
academic world that displays the “ivor y tower” 
glistening in its countr yside isolation in sharp 
contrast to the melting-pot urban landscape of New 
York. 
Yes, both are real places. They are also “selected” 
places that present strong visual images to support 
the detachment of the academic world and the 
engagement of an urban setting. While there are 
numerically more opportunities for engagement 
with community in a big city, it’s also usual that 
people in big cities “mind their own business” and 
that the community standard for being liberatingly 
freer entails decreased interest and diminished 
sense of responsibility or care for the wellbeing of 
others. One might argue a higher quality of 
community—more ef fective positive outcomes, 
such as not being deported, as in the case of Tariq’s 
mother living in Michigan [we’re given to believe 
it’s not Detroit, but a smaller city]—is the effect of 
living in an environment where one has more 
opportunities to be in harmony with nature.
These are superficial arguments. They present a 
false discourse and then encourage a false 
rhetorical engagement with that discourse; this is 
the visual situation that the movie sets up. Now let’s 
move from the physical appearances to the 
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emotional appreciation of the situation.
The second level and the tell tale heart of skin color
The Visitor ’s central character’s emotional 
landscape can be visualized as a skin-color 
thermometer. At the lowest temperature register is 
the cool  white -skinned professor Vai l .  His 
temperament is cold and [with pun intended] 
bitterly so. At the movie’s onset, we see his cold-
heartedness in denying compassion to a student 
asking for understanding in turning in a late paper. 
We see Vail mechanically firing his piano teacher—
a white-skinned woman who equally dispassionately 
takes more interest in Vail’s piano than in his 
progress, and who suggests that his age rather than 
her approach is the reason Vail’s playing hasn’t 
improved. Although we witness the greatest 
transformation in his range of emotional expression, 
he remains the least emotional character. 
Our introduction to Tareq, an olive-skinned 
Syrian, presents him as emotionally volatile and 
phys ica l l y  assau l t i ve .  We ’ r e  immedia te ly 
encouraged to understand Tareq’s emotions as 
concern for his Senegalese beloved, Zainab. While 
far from explicit, there’s a subtext that the darker 
one’s skin is the closer one is to feelings that take 
the form of emotional outbursts in unpleasant 
circumstances and to rich outpourings of the heart 
in musical expression. In terms of craft, it’s 
interesting that Zainab [While Senegalese people 
do have last names and Senegalese women do not 
take their husband’s family name, Zainab is not 
presented as having a last name in the movie.] 
works with her hands to make jewelry, placing her 
vocation at the level of building physical objects. 
Tareq produces music with his hands and Walter 
uses his hands to [though admittedly without caring 
about it] write (we presume) intellectual scholarly 
works.
While much might be said about how “blackness” 
is equated with object status—the black policemen 
as mere machines of the state, Mouna’s first 
comment about Zainab focusing on the darkness of 
her skin—this level of discussion will be limited to 
how The V isitor  presents the stereotype of 
emotionality as being stronger in the main 
characters in proportion to the darkness of their 
skins. We’re presented with images of the following 
typecasts: white people can’t naturally feel; non-
white/olive skin is emotional and feeling, but one 
can be a composed organized musician if the 
emotions are properly channeled; black skin makes 
one highly emotional and fear ful, but suited to 
physical pursuits like making crafts and jewelry. All 
of these are old racist stereotypes that present a 
false narrative.
At best, the stor y that we see unfold tries to 
demonstrate the possibility of movement; how the 
movement from an intellectual processing of socio-
cultural experience to an emotional engagement 
with the felt needs of real individuals is both 
humanizing and holds the potential for positive 
social transformation even if it only takes place one 
burnt-out professor at a time.  
The third level and the assault on the intellect
Finally, we move from the homily-like feeling and 
emotional engagement to the take-away impression 
at the film’s conclusion: Thinking is a waste of time. 
Feeling is what you need in order to play African 
drums. The subtext is that all feeling will yield is 
the questionable (in Walter’s case) ability to play 
African drums; thinking confers wealth, status, 
power and privilege (if one has the good fortune to 
have been born white, male, and in the USA). All of 
these impressions are presented in the visual 
images and played out in the narrative of The 
Visitor. 
In the film’s final scene we see Walter playing 
Tareq’s African drum in the New York subway. The 
noise of the train and bustle of the commuters 
drown out his “lone voice in the wilderness” and we 
are left in a contemplative state to ponder “how 
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could it be otherwise?” On one hand, we are able to 
yearn for the social justice that would judge each 
case on its own merits rather than applying blind 
legality designed to operate in the broadest terms 
only. On the other, we see the utter and ultimate 
futility of our yearning for a fair ytale/ utopian 
ending. We learn to see the world as a reaffirmation 
of the status quo.
We leave our viewing of The Visitor with self-
righteous indignation and have, in fact, accepted the 
movie’s world-view—a visual discourse that 
rhetorically demonstrates the evil of cities, racist 
eugenics as destiny, and an ultimately anti-
intellectual message.
Not wanting to end in sadness
Yes, we had yearned for a happy ending. With a 
good-natured intellectual reach, we might speculate 
how some viewers might choose to reject the 
movie’s sorrowful ending by imagining a cheerier 
conclusion.  We could have it all worked out for 
them: Walter would marry Mouna and adopt Tareq, 
who would then return to America to find freedom 
and prosperity. Eventually, in a flash-to-the-future 
scene, we would see Tareq and Zainab reunited. 
Possibly, they’d be cooing over a baby Walter would 
be dandling on his lap with Mouna’s hand resting 
lovingly on his shoulder. Family values would outdo 
federal law and, though Justice stands blind on the 
steps of the Supreme Court, she would have peeked 
through and conferred the good life on our chosen 
people. The ideal of legal impartiality would then be 
modified to confer our construction of practical 
justice through selective enforcement.
We are left with one unsettling question. How do 
we circumvent the unpleasant reality of situations 
like that presented in The Visitor, where the 
impartiality of justice feels distinctly unjust?
In terms of what was new and thought provoking 
from this example of praxis, we find Zygmunt 
Bauman’s obser vations on “decoupling of fear-
inspired actions from the existential tremors that 
generate the fear which inspired them” (Bauman, 
Loc. 204) to be particularly perceptive. To revisit 
the  quest ion,  “How do we c ircumvent  the 
unpleasant reality of situations like that presented 
in The Visitor, where the impartiality of justice feels 
distinctly unjust?” with an answer from Bauman’s 
playbook, we must go beyond them and “seek and 
learn to recognize who and what, in the midst of the 
inferno, are not inferno, then make them endure, 
give them space” (Loc. 1606).
In the interests of brevity Bauman was present as 
an inspiration rather than through direct citation in 
laying out our analysis of The Visitor. The reality of 
The Visitor does demonstrate a USA that is, 
“obsessed with the tightness of its frontiers and the 
security of the individuals living inside” (Loc. 120).
The Visitor dramatizes how
the responsibility for resolving the quandaries 
generated by vexingly volatile and constantly 
changing circumstances is shifted onto the 
shoulders of individuals – who are now 
expected to be ‘free choosers’ and to bear in 
full the consequences of their choices. The 
risks involved in every choice may be produced 
by forces which transcend the comprehension 
and capacity to act of the individual, but it is the 
individual’s lot and duty to pay their price. (Loc. 
68)
We further see, “‘Society’ is increasingly viewed 
and treated as a ‘network’ rather than a ‘structure’ 
(let alone a solid ‘totality’): it is perceived and 
treated as a matrix of random connections and 
disconnections and of an essentially infinite volume 
of possible permutations” (Loc. 56). 
As a humanistic garland, The Visitor does set up a 
situation that seeks to challenge a “world where few 
if any people continue to believe that changing the 
life of others is of any relevance to their own life” 
(Loc. 368). We respect that sentiment.
As a grim aside that illustrates the quotation just 
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given, we turn briefly to another movie. In Up in the 
Air, globalization as the easy displacement of labor 
at any level—middle management or otherwise—is 
a l l u d e d  t o  i n  B a u m a n ’ s  o b s e r v a t i o n  t h a t 
“globalization is a parasitic and predatory process, 
feeding on the potency sucked out of the bodies of 
nation-states and their subjects” (Loc. 375). This 
comment reminded us of the scene in Up in the Air 
in which the flight attendant repeatedly asks, 
“Would you like the can, sir?” and the character 
played by George Clooney hears, “Would you like 
the cancer?” This may suggest the image of 
globalization as a cancer and also of Clooney’s 
character as a cancer that spreads to the companies 
where he must “dehire” individuals to enhance the 
profitability of corporate entities that consume each 
other. As an interesting aside, Bauman uses the 
analogy of being in an airplane (cited at *** beside 
Bauman) to characterize the sense of “the terrifying 
experience of a heteronomous, hapless and 
vulnerable population confronted with, and possibly 
overwhelmed by forces it neither controls nor fully 
understands” (Loc. 118) that he discusses in Liquid 
Times.
Finally, we reflect on a thought Bauman quotes. 
“Andrzej Stasiuk, an outstanding Polish novelist and 
a  p a r t i c u l a r l y  p e r c e p t i v e  a n a l y s t  o f  t h e 
contemporary human condition, suggests that ‘the 
possibility of becoming someone else’ is the 
present-day substitute for the now largely discarded 
and uncared-for salvation or redemption” (Loc. 
1539) because this is what we see Walter has done 
by the end of The Visitor. Is Walter’s salvation to, in 
ef fect, become Tareq? Does the title The Visitor 
suggest that Walter was only a visitor in his old life?
And some final thoughts on the question of 
community in a visual culture
How can our search for social interaction be 
accomplished in a visual culture of security-focused 
media that [seemingly paradoxically] claims that 
the individuality of its members is most important?
Our sentiment is that social media and security-
focused media are in cahoots. They manipulate the 
str uggle for social  interaction to maximize 
profitability and, as Bauman observes, market [as 
in, package, promote and sell] insecurity—turning 
suggested wants into requisite needs [like the latest 
security updates on one’s computer system]—by 
frightening us with the horrible consequences of 
not hiving to the constantly new standard. 
Both mainstream media and social media 
encourage us to envision images that undermine 
community while pretending to advance individual 
oppor tunities. They r un the gamut from the 
narrative that “the world as seen on TV resembles 
‘citizen-sheep’ being protected from ‘wolves-
criminals’ by ‘sheep dogs – police’” (Bauman, Loc. 
201) to political discourse operating under the 
rubric that “In an age when all the grand ideas have 
lost credibility, fear of a phantom enemy is all the 
politicians have left to maintain their power”(Loc. 
245).
Mediated social interaction—we may use that 
phrase as a revelatory indictment of social media—
m u s t  b e  c a u t i o u s l y  a p p r o a c h e d .  B a u m a n 
summarizes that we are in “a world, in other words, 
in which each individual is left on his or her own 
while most individuals are tools of each other’s 
promotion” (Loc. 368), “making uncertainty less 
daunting and happiness more permanent by 
changing one’s ego, and of changing one’s ego by 
changing its dresses, is the ‘utopia’ of hunters” (Loc. 
1560) constantly increasing their web status by 
acquiring new “friends” in a bacchanalia of 
“mixophilia” (Loc. 1320)
Bauman’s illustrations also suggest how our 
world is constituted and reconstituted around the 
mantras of change—and panegyrics for terms like 
freedom of  choice,  progress,  and personal 
responsibility—that are really an abdication of 
social safety nets. “For most people, freedom of 
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choice will remain an elusive phantom and an idle 
dream, unless the fear of defeat is mitigated by an 
insurance policy issued in the name of the 
community, a policy they can trust and rely on in 
case of misfortune” (Loc. 969). The predicament is 
that “risks involved in ever y choice may be 
p r o d u c e d  b y  f o r c e s  w h i c h  t r a n s c e n d  t h e 
comprehension and capacity to act of the individual, 
but it is the individual’s lot and duty to pay their 
price” (Loc. 68). 
In an excellent visual metaphor,  Bauman 
obser ves, “Progress has turned into a sor t of 
endless and uninterrupted game of musical chairs 
in which a moment of inattention results in 
irreversible defeat and irrevocable exclusion” (Loc. 
171). The highly visual and optical dimension of city 
life is highlighted in the insight that, “The more we 
detach from our immediate surroundings, the more 
we rely on surveillance of that environment” (Loc. 
1067) 
When Bauman describes how “bunkers (fortified 
and closely guarded buildings or complexes) aimed 
at separating, keeping away and barring the entry 
of strangers, are fast becoming one of the most 
visible aspects of contemporary cities – though they 
take many forms” (Loc. 1064), we may immediately 
recall the image of the detention center in The 
Visitor.
On other centers—classed as shelters but 
functioning in what amounts to an incarceration—
Bauman’s discussion of refugee settlement camps 
and relocation are chilling and illuminating. His 
example, circa 2007, highlights the importance of 
the visual, of the optics of the situation and its visual 
representation that hides the reality of the 
condition. He says, “three camps of Dabaab, 
populated by as many people as the rest of the 
Kenyan Garissa province in which they were 
located in 1991–2, show no signs of imminent 
closure, but more than a decade later they had still 
failed to appear on a map of the country – still 
evidently conceived of as temporar y features 
despite their obvious permanence” (Loc. 573). 
Near the beginning of this article, we categorized 
five ways in which we may regard something as an 
image. Maps, as representations of various types of 
information, were noted in our second category. In 
the example above, the absence of information on a 
map performs a rhetorical function; it hides the 
existence of refugee camps—population centers 
whose residents, after 10 years, are a palpable 
presence rather than a transient inconvenience.
Now we move from contemporar y culture to 
critical future dystopia. Our next section focuses on 
Theodore Adorno and the formation of the “culture 
industr y” and Susan Sontag on the role of 
photography in human culture. Above, we used 
Zygmunt Bauman’s observations in Liquid Times to 
talk about two Hollywood movies: Tom McCarthy’s 
The Visitor (2009) and Jason Reitman’s Up in the 
Air (2009) from the perspective of visual culture. 
The next example of praxis—theory and practical 
application—uses our observations from Adorno 
and Sontag’s writings to discuss Alfonso Cuarón’s 
cinematographic artifact, Children of Men (2006).
　2.4　 From contemporary culture to future 
dystopia
Assessing Adorno and Sontag while anticipating 
analyzing Cuarón
Briefly, Theodore Adorno’s The Culture Industry 
may be discursively termed a Marxist critique of 
capitalist society. As a highly illuminating rhetorical 
work, Culture Industry must also be appreciated as 
a modernization of Marxist and Freudian insights 
into modern society. In par ticular, we found 
Adorno’s keen analysis of the production of images 
as control mechanisms to be most cogent. As with 
all other aspects of a capitalist society, images are at 
the service of the dominant group and the dominant 
group creates the dominant culture, which must 
t h e n  b e  p r o s e l y t i z e d  a s  p o p u l a r  c u l t u r e 
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characterized as mass culture. On this matter, 
Adorno rejects his earlier use of the term mass 
culture as a type of collusion, recounting that he and 
Horkheimer, “replaced that expression with ‘culture 
industry’ in order to exclude from the outset the 
interpretation agreeable to its advocates: that it is a 
matter of something like a culture that arises 
spontaneously from the masses themselves” 
(Adorno, 98). 
The rabbit Adorno reveals hidden under the hat 
of terms like popular culture or mass media is that, 
although the culture industr y undeniably 
speculates on the conscious and unconscious 
state of the millions towards which it is 
directed, the masses are not primar y, but 
secondary, they are an object of calculation; an 
appendage of the machinery. The customer is 
not king, as the culture industry would have us 
believe, not its subject but its object. (Adorno, 
99)
Offering a slightly different angle on the crafting 
of this control mechanism, Susan Sontag, in On 
Photography, comments on two aspects of visual 
culture: the paradoxical nature of modernity and 
the role of the photograph—and by extension, all 
images—in creating and controlling [via the culture 
industr y] a distinct reality. On the paradox of 
modernity, Sontag notes, 
the originality of photography is that, at the 
very moment in the long, increasingly secular 
history of painting when secularism is entirely 
triumphant, it revives—in wholly secular 
terms—something like the primitive status of 
images. Our irrepressible feeling that the 
photographic process is something magical 
has a genuine basis. (Sontag, 155)
She fur ther comments on the photograph’s 
distinctiveness and its relationship with questions of 
identity. 
No one takes an easel painting to be in any 
sense co-substantial with its subject; it only 
represents or refers. But a photograph is not 
only like its subject, a homage to the subject. It 
is part of, an extension of that subject; and a 
potent means of acquiring it, of gaining control 
over it. (Sontag, 155).
This description speaks to the power of the 
photograph. Sontag also identifies the primacy of 
photography. She notes, “the images that have 
virtually unlimited authority in a modern society are 
mainly photographic images; and the scope of that 
authority stems from the properties peculiar to 
images taken by cameras” (Sontag, 151). Sontag 
uses the term “trace” in explaining the photograph 
goes beyond a painting, stressing that, 
Such images are indeed able to usurp reality 
because first of all a photograph is not only an 
image (as  a  pa int ing  is  an  image) ,  an 
interpretation of the real; it is also a trace, 
something directly stenciled off the real, like a 
footprint or a death mask. (Sontag, 154)
Tracing “off the real” performed by photography 
accomplishes a function beyond documentation. It 
creates a new reality. “Photographs do more than 
redefine the stuff of ordinary experience (people, 
things, events, [… .] Reality as such is redefined—
as an item for exhibition, as a record for scrutiny, as 
a target for surveillance. […] providing possibilities 
of control that could not even be dreamed of under 
the earlier system of recording information: writing” 
(Sontag, 156).
While grounded in “the real”, the concept of “the 
t r u e ”  i n  p h o t o g r a p h y  r e q u i r e s  a  d e e p e r 
interrogation of how realities—even those like the 
footprints or death masks Sontag speaks of—are 
presented. 
We make of photography a means by which, 
precisely, anything can be said, any purpose 
served. What in reality is discrete, images join. 
In the form of a photograph the explosion of an 
A-bomb can be used to adver tise a safe. 
(Sontag, 175)
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In terms of how we must pay careful attention to 
the purpose a photograph may be serving, Sontag is 
d e f i n i t e l y  a n  a g r e e m e n t  w i t h  A d o r n o .  I n 
appreciating the need to discern the power and 
deconstruct the process photographic images—in 
print, digital, or motion picture format—employ, 
Adorno would cer tainly agree with Sontag’s 
analysis. He would also invite us to join him in 
interrogating movies as part of the culture industry. 
Adorno says, “Film is faced with the dilemma of 
finding a procedure which neither lapses into arts-
and-crafts nor slips into a mere documentary mode” 
(Ador no,  182) .  We wi l l  be  mindful  o f  that 
obser vation as we analyze Alfonso Cuarón’s 
Children of Men in the next section of this paper.
　2.5　Seeing the larger issues in the assumed 
details:  visual analysis of Cuarón’s 
Children of Men, with Adorno and Sontag 
fresh in our minds
Our brief reflection on Children of Men (2006) 
will illustrate a number of large-issue-through-
assumed-detail instances. Starting with the title, 
Children of Men, the irony is that men can’t bear 
children and this title presents us with a double 
entendre. The first reading in this word-play is that 
men are unable to give birth and ‘children of men’ 
would be zero—so, zero birth rate. The second pun 
on ‘bear’ is its meaning of “unable to put up with, to 
tolerate or to allow any room for” and this speaks to 
the world men have created by destroying the 
planet’s ecosystem.
We might hastily proclaim accolades to Cuarón 
for directing such an eco-friendly cautionary tale. 
Stuart Hall might urge a quick review of his work, 
Representation: Cultural Representations and 
Signifying Practices (2009), and advise analysis of 
the images in Children of Men. We may then 
quest ion  how race ,  gender  and ag ing  ar e 
represented in the movie. 
Starting with the concept of race, we may be 
making a statement that’s similar to a Zen kōan when 
we say the notion of race is a racist notion. 
Nevertheless, we feel the process of identification, 
classification, and categorization along lines designed 
to justify and enforce unequal distribution of power 
in its main expressions—social, political and 
economic—by a control group over externalized 
rivals is simply xenophobia. Children of Men 
reinforced the notion of racism and its racist 
stereotyping to ser ve its narrative; principal 
characters that were not white males were relegated 
to villain or victim status.
Although the protagonist’s wife Julian—a white 
female—was the leader of a revolutionary group, 
the heroic action of saving the pregnant young 
black woman, Kee, was entrusted to the rebel 
leader’s white male husband, Theo. After Theo 
assumes this  tr ust ,  Jul ian is  ki l led by her 
untrustworthy black second-in-command, Luke.  
K e e — h u m a n i t y ’ s  h o p e  o f  f e r t i l i t y  a n d 
repopulation—is presented as a helpless vessel. Her 
condition rather than her individuality is what 
makes her special. [Theo is special by virtue of his 
character.] Kee is reduced to the role of womb. 
Being female in the world of Children of Men means 
being murdered,  powerless,  inef fect ive or 
incapacitated and these fates, in that order, are 
imposed on the following women: Julian, Kee, Kee’s 
caretaker-nurse Caroline, and the older woman 
Miriam.  
The older gentleman, Miriam’s husband Jasper, 
has power and agency that is, however, displayed 
comically. He is also dispensable. Miriam, unable to 
care for herself, is “mercy-killed” by Jasper along 
wi th  the i r  dog to  pr event  the  to ta l i tar ian 
government’s evil henchmen from capturing and 
torturing her. Jasper is shot down after helping the 
main character and Kee escape. 
Our analysis of the action in the movie prompts 
us to pose a number of questions: How do the 
white, English-speaking males so naturally assume 
94
大妻女子大学紀要
―社会情報系― 社会情報学研究  29  2020
positions of power, privilege and agency in the film? 
How are notions of race presented with rebellious, 
weak, treacherous characters; being female linked 
to the role of victim, receptacle for the “children of 
men” and inef fectiveness [Caroline is unable to 
protect Kee, but Theo is successful.]; and being 
older equated with both clownishness if one is 
competent and an undercurrent of disposability? 
How does the visual representation of whiteness 
a n d  m a l e n e s s  c o n f e r  t r u s t w o r t h i n e s s , 
determination, invulnerability, efficacy and agency?  
Our reflection on these questions is that all of 
these assumptions are being reinforced in the 
movie rather than being created by the movie. We 
also reprise an earlier reflection that “the problem 
about the mass media is that old movies keep being 
made” (Hall, 6). We understand what Hall really 
means is that the same representations are being 
constantly recycled—recycled because we need 
more understanding of the tools, appreciation of the 
process, and practice in visual analysis. On a more 
sinister note, they’re being recycled to reinforce the 
status quo. When we join the conversation about 
visual culture we challenge images that inform our 
beliefs and judgments about the world. In this way, 
conversations about visual culture contribute to the 
histor y of ideas and ser ve as an urgent call to 
action.
　Part 3:　Conclusions
This article began by imagining we were having a 
conversation on a tropical beach. We were talking 
about the cause of the Covid-19 pandemic of 2020. 
Our search started with a single event, a deplorable 
condition—our inattention to the suf fering of 
others. We shifted to your voice, to imagine you 
taking a moment to appreciate your surroundings, 
how you expanded your thinking. You speculated 
on the context of this cruelty. 
We introduced terms and approaches to the way 
we imagine the world around us. We moved from 
three elements of visual analysis—regarding 
images as cultural ar tifacts for analysis, by a 
process of visual literacy by which we are able to 
read the messages of visual artifacts, and to the 
critical thinking needed to interrogate how these 
mechanisms work to persuade us of the messages 
they want us to believe or act on—to a lexicon of 
ways we may consider something to be an image. 
Thereafter, we contextualized further; we invited 
a number of voices and a variety of topics into our 
conversation about visual culture. Each thought 
experiment presented a different useful perspective
In concluding, one of us will use the first-person 
voice to recount a conversation from his undergraduate 
days in university.
Famed economist John Kenneth Galbraith stood 
a few feet away from me. His University of Toronto 
keynote address had just finished and he was 
signing some of his books for other students. Our 
eyes met when he looked up to see where the next 
request would come from. My hands were empty. I 
was embar rassed and realized I had to say 
something to break the tension. “I just wanted to 
thank you for your lecture about the waste of the 
arms race. I learned a lot.” Galbraith smiled 
graciously and told me he was grateful for my 
compliment. Now, many decades later, I recall his 
exact words from earlier that evening, as he began 
his analysis of the benefits of nuclear disarmament, 
to his audience in the Convocation Hall 1,731 seat 
rotunda. “Nothing is gained by simplification,” he 
said.
We endorse the corollary to that statement: we 
must consider the many elements that make up the 
problem and analyze the message in the details. 
Our conversations about visual culture suggest that 
everything is to be gained by opening our eyes to 
the representations that claim to speak about us and 
for us, by asking what they want, and deciding what 
we want of them.
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How do we conclude a conversation that set out 
to triumph over the challenges posed by poverty, 
ignorance, and greed? How do we become rich, 
intelligent, and generous? Martin Luther King Jr.’s 
advocacy of “beloved community” (2019) speaks 
directly to the second question: we act collectively. 
Our world, in 2020, is permeated with collective 
action demanding social justice. Individual action 
that enriches us by broadening our skills—to think 
expansively about the interconnectedness of all 
events, and to understanding the economic well-
being of others less fortunate is necessary for us all 
to do well—is the key to our prosperity. Certainly, it 
is the antidote to poverty, ignorance, and greed. 
The path is clear, but densely overgrown with 
spectacular distractions. 
We get up from our hammocks on the beach. You 
can imagine that our discussion has fitted us out 
with proper walking shoes. We bring along nuggets 
of ideas to nourish us like snacks for the journey. 
And we have some of the terminology for our 
orienteering into the denser overgrowth of our 
tropical jungle—our visual culture of representations 
and misrepresentations.
---------------------------------
This article was written in the main by Lawrence 
Karn, with the very kind assistance and support of 
Takahiko Hattori.
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